Effect of primary care referral on emergency department use: evaluation of a statewide Medicaid program.
Medicaid recipients without a regular source of care frequently use hospital emergency departments (EDs) for minor problems. This study examined whether referring Medicaid patients to primary care physicians and obstetricians results in a decrease in ED use and an increase in physician office visits. The statewide Voluntary Initiative Program (VIP), which referred Medicaid patients to primary care physicians and obstetricians without any managed care component, was examined. Claims data were reviewed for Medicaid clients 0-64 years old who obtained VIP referrals during the first five months of the program. The change in rate of visits to hospital EDs and physician offices was compared for the study group (n = 444) and for the state's overall Medicaid population (n = 40,860). After referral, ED use decreased 24 percent for the VIP group and 4 percent for the Medicaid population. During the same period, physician office visits increased 50 percent for the VIP group but decreased 13 percent for the Medicaid population. Even in the absence of managed care, referral to primary care physicians and obstetricians resulted in fewer ED visits and more physician office visits. These findings confirm the importance of primary care in improving the efficiency of health care delivery for the Medicaid population.